Abstract: Due to the commonly perceived need to specialize in one professional activity, the role of education is increasing. This includes accounting specializations which are important as professions of public trust. In connection with such expectations, the role of education among professional groups of accounting professionals at all levels is increasing. The article presents the educational requirements for the professional specialization on accounting against the IFAC International Education Standards and in the context of the deregulation of the accountancy professions in Poland. As a solution to the problems of appropriate education, the role of the Accountants Association in Poland (AAP) was pointed out, based on the courses provided by it, aimed at not only improving the qualifications of the individuals who are involved in accounting professionally, but also on the supporting ethics. The courses taught were analyzed in a cross-section of their participants in the years 2013-2016. The method adopted to achieve the intended purpose was the analysis of the available literature, the laws in force and the sources provided by the AAP. On the basis of the research, it was found that despite the absence of mandatory professional certification for accounting and bookkeeping, the professionals in this area do see the need for continuous education and take diverse action to raise the quality of the services they provide.
Introduction
According to the maxim that says "if you are not moving forward, you are moving backwards", we should turn our attention onto the widely perceived need for the constant operation of accounting processes. Due to the commonly perceived need to specialize in one's professional activity, the role of education is increasing. This includes accounting specializations which are important as professions of public trust. Undoubtedly, knowledge of accounting has gained importance in the wake of the financial crisis that engulfed the world in the first decade of the twenty-first century, causing the destruction of a system built over many years.
In connection with the expectations of the modern market, the role of education among professional groups of accounting professionals at all levels is increasing. Moreover, this role is conditioned by the rapid evolution of the applied solutions which requires accounting professionals to continuously train in order to maintain the high quality of knowledge and experience. Such an approach poses new challenges for accountants, forcing them to make the effort for society as well as the actions required to broaden their knowledge and maintain their competence [Micherda 2009 ].
The article presents the educational requirements for the professional specialization on accounting against the IFAC International Education Standards, and the approach described as life-long learning, with a special focus on the context of the deregulation of the accountancy professions in Poland. As a key entity having an impact on the problems of appropriate education, the role of the AAP was pointed out, based on the courses provided by it, aimed at not only improving the qualifications of the individuals who are involved in accounting professionally, but also on the supporting ethics. The courses taught were analyzed in a cross-section of their participants in the years [2013] [2014] [2015] [2016] .
The method adopted to achieve the intended purpose was the analysis of the available literature, the national and international laws in force and the sources provided by the AAP.
Educational requirements regarding professional specialization in contemporary accounting
According to the opinion of B. Micherda: "The education and practice of professional accountants should lay the foundations of professional knowledge and values, ethics and professional attitudes that allow accountants to continue learning and adapting to change throughout their professional lives" [Micherda 2010 ]. This position is conducive to the proper and ethical approach to the problems faced by accountants in the modern economy and it determines the appropriate action to address them in order to solve them properly. A derivative of such an approach is the widely perceived need to have the appropriate competencies by accountants, which became the basis for the development of the educational standards by the International Federation of Accountants (IFAC). The International Accounting Education Standards Board (IAESB) is an independent standard-setting body that serves the public interest by establishing standards in the area of professional accounting education that prescribe technical competence and professional skills, values, ethics, and attitudes [www. iasb.org]. They significantly affect the "world development and raising the rank of accounting professions ... in order to provide services at a high level for the benefit of all" [www.ifac.org]. As noted by M. Kwiecień, it is the regulation of the educational standards for professional accountants that shall determine the greatest changes in 77 accounting knowledge [Kwiecień, www.fundacja.edu.pl] . It should also be pointed out that professional competence means the ability to carry out tasks in accordance with the specified standard and they also exceed the knowledge of the principles, rules, norms, concepts, facts and procedures and means the ability to integrate and use professional skills and values, ethics and attitudes.
Moreover, thanks to the implementation of the International Education Standards (IES), the basic differences on the international scene in terms of requirements for the accounting profession are being bridged. This is conducive to the mobility of persons who are employed in accounting occupations while maintaining international norms of good practice for professional training in the area of accounting [www.ifac.org].
The IAESB conducts its educational activities by means of the broad implementation of the International Education Standards (IES), which increase the competence of the accountancy profession globally. This leads to raising the trust of the customers towards the accounting profession. The standards presented in Table 1 are intended to unify the accounting requirements both in terms of the area of knowledge, competence and ethics, thus ensuring their potential customers about the professionalism of the accounting personnel.
On On the basis of convergence, this leads to the creation of unified professional titles related to the performance of tasks, such as accounting in different countries.
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At the same time it should be stressed that knowledge once acquired does not ensure success in the modern economy which is subject to continuous evolution especially in the context of its regulation, e.g. in accounting it is necessary to train continuously. Against that background, it is worth noting that lifelong learning is a process of constant renewal, improvement and development ongoing throughout the person's life. In other words, it requires lifelong learning (LLL), referred to as ustawiczne dokształcanie zawodowe (UDZ) in Poland, understood as a cognitive activity for the deepening of knowledge, skills or competence (for personal, social or professional reasons) [Tissot 2004] .
A memorandum on the need for lifelong learning was issued by the European Commission in 2000. Lifelong learning was defined as: "All learning activity undertaken throughout life, with the aim of improving knowledge, skills and competences within a personal, civic, social and/or employment-related perspective" [Memorandum on life... 2000]. According to these assumptions, lifelong learning includes basic and advanced skill improvement.
Adopted in 2000 as part of the Lisbon Strategy, the program to raise the dynamics of economic and social development of the EU is constantly continued in line with the Europe 2020 strategy. This includes, for example, promotion of changes in education and training systems towards systems that would facilitate and support learning throughout life. With the development of this idea the general rules of LLL policy that apply to the different levels of administration in the Member States (central, regional and local) and for different forms of education were established.
Poland also participates in selected activities for learning throughout life, and it has implemented a number of programs to reform individual areas of Polish education. This was a result of, including other factors, the recommendations of the Council of the EU Parliament and Council on the European Qualifications 
Bookkeeping services in the context of the deregulation of the accounting profession
The accounting office is an entity engaged in the provision of the services mentioned below:
• periodic determination or checking of inventory of the actual state of assets and liabilities, • keeping of accounting books based on accounting documents containing systematically kept records of events in chronological order, • collection and storage of accounting documents and other documentation as provided in the Act on Accounting, • preparing financial statements, • valuation of assets and liabilities and for the determination of the financial result.
After the deregulation of the accounting profession, Despite the abolition of compulsory certification, some of the people who applied for the certification had an opportunity to continue the process. This applied to people who • already begun proceedings for an accounting certificate, • submitted an application for qualify for the examination for candidates to become certified accountants, • applied for an accounting certificate and passed the exam or took it.
As it turned out, the need to strive for a certification of professional qualifications had not discouraged them to acquire certification ( Moreover, it should be stressed that the activity in the field of providing bookkeeping services can be performed by an entrepreneur who is a natural person or a legal person or an organization other than a legal person (provided with legal capacity by a separate act of law), performing business on their own behalf. According to the above assumptions, entrepreneurs can also include civil partners within the scope of their business activity.
In addition, bookkeeping services can also be provided by persons entered into the register of expert auditors (as of 13.11.2017, it contained 6,922 names) or the list of tax advisers (8,896 persons entered on the day 13.11.2017) and 564 entities authorized to conduct tax advisory services.
Literature review
The issue of continuing education in Poland has been taken up in numerous articles indicating its significance for the proper performance in the accounting profession. U. Drumlak, in her text "Idea kształcenia ustawicznego w zawodzie księgowego" [The idea of continuous education in the accounting profession], presented lifelong learning in Knowledge Europe based on reports of commissions appointed by international organizations [Drumlak 2011 ]. In addition, she assessed the offered range of continuing education for professional accountants in Poland [Drumlak 2013 ]. On the other hand, P. Prewysz-Kwinto and G. Voss analyzed the courses and 81 training offered to the accountant as an element of non-formal education. They also indicated how these courses are assessed by employers from the Pomorskie and Kujawsko-Pomorskie provinces [Prewysz-Kwinto, Voss 2016] .
The certification of accountants was the focus of a study by A. Buczkowska and A. Zbaraszewska, who researched accountants' training as part of the professional improvement offered to them [Buczkowska, Zbaraszewska 2011] . In recent years, this subject was also addressed by K. Świetla, who pointed to the scope and role of certification of the accounting profession in the publication titled "Outsourcing usług księgowych w świetle oczekiwań biur rachunkowych i ich klientów" [Outsourcing of accounting services in the light of the expectations of accounting offices and their customers] [Świetla 2014 ] and together with K. Jonas she investigated the risk of running a business activity in the context of the deregulation of the accounting profession in Poland [Świetla, Jonas 2015] .
On this basis, it should be emphasized that certification as a method of education has been widely discussed in the literature but there are no studies that would indicate its reception by the stakeholders, i.e. the participants. This study is an analysis of the popularity of continuing education among accountants based on all the paths offered by AAP in Poland.
Lifelong education within the framework of the Association of Accountants in Poland after the deregulation of the accounting profession (2013-2016)
The Accountants Association in Poland offers educational services in non-public institutions of lifelong learning. They operate at the District Branches and the Institute, and their role is to educate the participants of the relevant courses in order to acquire or supplement the knowledge on the issues of accounting and financial auditing. The largest annual increase (15.4%) occurred in 2016, following the weaker 2015 (4.8%). From year to year, both the average number of participants per group increased (from 26.1 to 27.7) as did the number of groups themselves (from 242 to 310). Source: author's own work based on the AAP's own materials.
In the studied period (2013) (2014) (2015) (2016) , the number of courses per accounting specialist increased (Table 4 and Figure 1 ). The increase in the average number of participants was accompanied by an increase in the average number of participants The educational role of the Accountants Association in Poland (AAP) after the deregulating...
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per group (from 28.0 to 29.7). On average, in the studied period, the number of course participants grew by 6.9%. The largest growth was recorded in the last audited year of as much as 12.0%. Chief accountant courses in the studied period were held less often than assistant-accountant or accounting specialist courses (Tables 3-5 and Figure 1) . At the same time we observe similar trends as before -the average number of course participants increased (from 21.4 in 2016 to 26.4 in 2016), while the number of course participants and the number of courses grew as well, from 1,993 to 2,588 and from 93 to 98, respectively. The year 2015 was an exception, as fewer courses (with fewer participants) were organized, which was the smallest number in the studied period. Source: author's own work based on the AAP's own materials.
As can be expected, certified accountant courses in the studied period were organized in an even smaller number than the other types of courses. The number of groups dropped dramatically from 14 in 2013 to 3 in 2015-2016 (Table 5 and Figure 1) , with a decreasing number of course participants (from 179 in 2013 to 83 in 2016). At the same time, a significant increase in the average number of participants of the courses per group was observed (from 12.8 to 27.7). Also in this respect, 2015 was exceptional -we can note the smallest number of the participants in the certified accountant course, only 75, which shows a dramatic drop of 60% compared to 2014. Source: author's own work based on the AAP's own materials.
The drop in the numbers of participants presented in Table 6 is due to the absence of EU funding for financing the expensive training. Moreover, such advanced training is often recognized by potential users as going beyond the needs of bookkeeping services. Its scope largely corresponds to the requirements for appointed expert auditors, who receive this professional title automatically. Thus, an expert auditor shall receive a certified accountant certificate on the basis of the powers held, unlike a certified accountant who cannot become an expert auditor on the basis of their certificate as an accountant. Source: author's own work based on the AAP's own materials.
In the studied period, the largest number of courses were organized at the lowest level (45% of all accounting training) and the smallest one at the highest level (1.4% courses on average rates during the period considered, from 2.5% in 2013 to only 0.5% in 2016). Specialist accountant courses constituted 38.3% of the courses, and chief accountant courses -15.2%. Table 7 and Figure 2 present aggregated information on courses conducted in the framework of the four-track professional accountant training path. The number of course participants in the period 2013-2016 increased by 28.2% (from 14,607 to 18,731).
Moreover, apart from courses within the framework of the four-step accounting career path, there were also courses certificating the professional qualifications of tax accounting specialists, HR and payroll specialist accountants, and investment accounting specialists, which were conducted in the following numbers per year: 2013 -78 courses for 1,905 participants, 2014 -100 courses for 2,388 participants, 2015 -124 courses for 2,943 participants and 2016 -159 courses for 2,843 participants. Within group b (short courses and professional conferences), i.e. the participants of short courses (less than 30 hours), and professional conferences, their numbers are as follows: Source: author's own work based on the AAP's own materials.
In the studied period, interest in short-term training further increased (Table 8 ). This is apparent in the increase in both the number of participants (from 36,530 in 2013 to 41,305 in 2016, i.e. by ca. 13.1%) , and the number of organized professional courses and conferences (from 1,166 to 1,445). It can be seen that mandatory courses granting expert auditor certifications had a decreasing share in the total number of short-term courses (amounting to 9.8% in 2016, while in 2013 the share was 14.2%).
At the same time, the number of participants dropped (from 5,026 to 4,533) at the relatively steady mean number of participants per group (from 30.3 to 31.9).
Another type of training offered by the Association of Accountants in Poland are preparatory courses for candidates for expert auditors, on top of the post-graduate and post-secondary forms of education. The number of longer training also decreased, from 240 in 2013 to 210 in 2016 ( Table 9 ). The greatest changes in this area during the period refer to the decrease in interest in post-graduate studies (a decrease in the number of participants from 581 to only 50 and the number of groups from 17 to 3, additionally, with the drop of the average number of participants from 34.2 to 16.7), starting from 2015, certified expert in financial services courses were initiated by the AAP in response to market demand. In 2015, one such course was organized for 16 people, and in 2016, with a significant increase of interest, already 3 courses for 58 people were provided.
Moreover, the Accountants Association in Poland organizes numerous scientific conferences and lectures (Table 10 ). In 2013-2016 a total of 1,751 such events took place. Source: author's own work based on the AAP's own materials.
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As can be noted in this group of courses, the interest among the participants is dropping. While in 2013 there were 451 courses for 13,743 people, in 2016 these numbers decreased to 437 training courses for 12,011 people (fewer by 3.1% and 12.6% respectively). The largest annual decline was recorded in 2014, when the number of participants fell by 9.5%. For each year of the analyzed period, the average number of participants in training also dropped from 30.5 to 27.5.
On the basis of the analysis conducted, it should be emphasized that the role of the Accountants Association in Poland is unquestionably extremely important both regarding the range of offered educational services in the field of multidimensional science of accounting and the number of participants.
Conclusion
On the basis of the research, it was found that despite the absence of mandatory professional certification for accounting and bookkeeping, the professionals in this area do see the need for continuous education and take diverse actions to raise the quality of services they provide.
The basis for such a statement are the numerous courses run by the AAP, in which persons who want to acquire or deepen their knowledge in the field of accounting can participate. This applies in particular to the accounting assistant courses, where the annual number of participants increased by 10.8% on average, from 6,310 in 2013 to 8,585 in 2016. This was accompanied by a similar interest in specialist accountant courses, where the increase in the average number of participants was from 6,125 in 2013 to 7,475 in 2016. There was also an increase in the number of participants in the chief accountant courses, from 1,993 in 2013 to 2,588 in 2016. The only course which registered a decline in interest was the certified accountant course (from 179 in 2013 to 83 in 2016), which can be explained by the termination of the EU funding supporting the financing of this course and the possibility of obtaining the same competences by auditors. Moreover, it should be noted that short courses were very popular (a rise from 36,530 in 2013 to 41,305 in 2016) , while the number of people participating in courses supporting training for candidates for statutory auditors and the interest in post-graduate studies decreased. However, regardless of the latter, the total number of people raising their qualifications has increased year by year.
Therefore, the assertion that the need to acquire knowledge and experience is not due to the imposed regulation but rather a need arising of its own implemented by specific individuals, can be undoubtedly accepted.
Deciding on training in accounting promotes the diversity of the training available, varied both in their advancement as well as the subject. This applies not only to longer courses that provide appropriate certificates and thus the power to practice, but also short themed training popularizing new solutions in the Polish market as well as specific complex issues.
In conclusion, it must be said that human beings have an innate desire to learn from the earliest days of their life, and the practice of a profession which is a passion, as is often the case of accounting professionals, is conducive to achieving professional satisfaction.
